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SEARCHING  THE  MIND  OF  CHRIST 
( V )    Jesus  on  Vengeance 


A  man  who  sets  out  to  read  the  gospels  seriously 
will  soon  discover  that  they  are  actually  reading  him0    The 
Scriptures  in  general  and  the  gospels  in  particular  have  an 
uncanny  way  of  probing  the  thoughts  and  intents  of  the  heartc 
Living  word  that  it  is5  it  soon  involves  us  in  confrontation 9 
confession  and  decision    It  isnat  difficult  to  see  why  Co  So 
Lewis  always  imagined  Jesus  taller  than  himselfo 

I've  been  rooming  for  the  last  two  weeks  in  a  rather 
intimate  way  with  one  of  the  most  searching  words  that 
Jesus  ever  uttered0    "You  have  heard  that  it  was  said,,  'An 
eye  for  an  eye  and  a  tooth  for  a  tootho '  But  I  say  to  you  do 
not  resist  one  who  is  evih    But  if  anyone  strikes  you  on  the 
right  cheek9  turn  to  him  the  other  also0"  (Mat0  5s38-40) 


Here  is  a  devastating  broadside  against  vengeance0 
Vengeance,  one  of  the  oldest  and  most  pernicious  disposi- 
tions the  spirit  of  man  can  harbor c    It  is  a  recurring  theme 
in  the  world's  most  celebrated  iiteraturec    The  Psalmist 
was  heard  to  cry,  "O  Lord,  thou  God  of  vengeance ,  thou 
God  of  vengeances  shine  forth!    Rise  up,  O  judge  of  the 
earth;  render  to  the  proud  their  deserts  !    O  Lord,  how  long 
shall  the  wicked  exult?"  (Psalm  94:1-3) 

Vengeance  is  the  dominant  passion  in  Herman  Mel- 
ville's Moby  Dick0    Hamlet  is  a  tragedy  of  revenge .    The 
young  prince  expends  his  life  avenging  his  father's  deathc 
Something  was  rotten  in  Denmarko    "The  time  is  out  of 
joint,"  he  cried,  "O  cursed  spite,  that  ever  I  was  born  to 
set  it  right,,"  (Act  I,  Scene  5)    Vengeance  is  as  up  to  date  as 
this  morning's  newspaper  and  helps  to  explain  much  that  is 
reported  there0 


It  wasn't  so  long  ago  that  the  story  broke  about  a  man 
who  had  been  working  for  twenty-three  years  for  the  Railway 
Express  Agency  as  a  plainclothes  guard.    Twelve  years  ago 
his  mother  passed  away.    The  company,  in  his  judgment, 
was  not  properly  sympathetic0    So,  night  after  night  he  stole 
from  the  company  in  a  mood  of  vengeance.    When  the  police 
broke  through  he  had  seven  rifles ,  two  shot  guns,  one  ma- 
chine guns  two  thousand  rounds  of  ammunition,  many  thou- 
sand dollars  worth  of  jewelry ,  rare  coins ,  power  tools , 
clothing,  radios  and  other  equipment.    The  loot  was  three 
feet  deep  over  every  inch  of  his  three-room  apartment0  Two 
large  trucks  were  required  to  tow  it  ail  away, 

"You  have  heard  that  it  was  said,   'An  eye  for  an  eye 
and  a  tooth  for  a  tootho  '"    Of  course  you  have  heard  it. 
Your  own  heart  has  said  it.    And  said  it  many  times .    The 
urge  to  get  even  is  a  perennial  temptation,  and  ^rudgitis," 
a  common  failing  in  us  all.    Who  does  not  know  the  desire 
to  settle  scores  9  to  act  in  the  place  of  a  too-slow-acting  God, 
to  take  justice  into  his  own  hands „  to  play  plaintiff ,  judge  and 
jury  all  in  one  ? 

Ministers  and  lawyers  could  testify  to  the  prevalence 
of  vengeance  in  our  society:    Vengeance  against  a  brother 
who  got  a  larger  share  of  the  family  estate;  against  a  busi- 
ness partner  who  took  unfair  advantage;  against  a  former 
spouse  who  walked  out;  against  a  son  who  disgraced  the 
family  name.    Webs  of  petty  spite  are  commonplace  in  our 
bureaucracies,  our  universities,    our  corporations,  our 
homes.    Yes,  and  even,  on  occasion,  in  our  churches.   What 
we  need  are  teflon  coated  memories  on  which  no  slight  sticks^ 
where  wounds  are  soon  forgotten. 

If  the  mind  of  Jesus  Christ  is  clear  on  anything,  my 
friends,  it  is  clear  on  this.    We  who  name  His  name  are  not 
to  meet  evil  with  evil,  but  to  overcome  evil  with  good,    St. 
Paul  understood  this.    To  the  Christians  in  Rome  he  said, 
"Avenge  not  yourselves,  rather  give  place  unto  wrath," 
(Rom,   12:19a)    (the  wrath  of  God),    In  I  Cor.  13  where  he 
celebrates  Agape,  Paul  reminds  the  infant  church  that  "Love 
never  keeps  a  record  of  wrongs."  (I  Cor,   13:6a  NEB)    Even 
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James  who  was  strong  on  the  law  acknowledged  that  "the 
wrath  of  man  worketh  not  the  righteousness  of  God . " 

(James  1°20) 

Whether  and  how  far  this  counsel  is  applicable  to  the 
political  state  has  been  debated  without  let-up  since  the  days 
of  Jesus  o  God  is  concerned  that  justice  be  upheld  as  well  as 
that  love  be  practicedo  One  of  the  functions  of  the  state  is 
to  establish  justice  and  enforce  its  and  this  requires  the  ex- 
ercise of  power  o 

But  even  here  in  the  quest  for  justice  vengeance  has 
no  place0    Surely  it  is  possible  to  set  about  the  business  of 
righting  wrong  without  being  controlled  by  a  spirit  of  re- 
venge.   How  this  can  be  done  is  one  of  the  most  urgent  mat- 
ters facing  us  today  in  this  city  and  in  the  nation0    How  can 
we  express  righteous  indignation  without  passing  over  into 
vengeance  which  is  not  of  God?    Dorothy  Sayers  tries  to 
help  us  at  this  point  when  she  sayss  "You  may  know  the 
mischief-maker  by  the  warped  malignancy  of  his  face  and 
voice.    His  fury  is  without  restraint  and  without  magnanim- 
ity —  and  it  is  aimed  not  at  checking  the  offence ,  but  at 
starting  a  pogrom  against  the  offender.    He  would  rather 
the  evil  were  not  cured  at  ail  than  that  it  were  cured  quiet- 
ly and  without  vioience0    His  evil  lust  of  wrath  cannot  be 
sated  unless  somebody  is  hounded  down$  beatens  and  tram- 
pled on,  and  a  savage  war-dance  executed  upon  the  body."  1 

I'm  inclined  to  believe  that  what  Jesus  has  given  us 
in  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  was  never  intended  for  an  ethi- 
cal system  as  we  understand  that  term.    Rather ,  he  was 
describing  what  a  life  would  look  like  that  was  fully  com- 
mitted to  God.    Karl  Barth  sees  in  the  teaching  on  retalia- 
tion an  eschataiogicai  aspect.    He  writes,   "The  peculiar 
interest  which  in  Christian  ethics  attaches  to  the  love  of  an 
enemy  is  that  it  is  a  significant  action  which  announces  the 
Coming  World."  2     I  agree  with  Archbishop  Trench  that  if 
Jesus  is  legislating  at  all,  he  is  legislating  here  for  the  in- 
ward spirit  of  man. 
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What  is  not  debatable  is  the  conviction  that  Chris- 
tians are  called  to  a  style  of  life  that  is  totally  free  of  ven- 
geance. A  wrong  done  to  you  does  not  give  you  license  to 
inflict  a  wrong  on  someone  else.  The  wisdom  behind  this 
counsel  is  visible  from  many  angles.  I  want  us  to  look  at 
these  for  a  moment  in  the  order  of  ascending  importance. 

First,  and  quite  obviously,  vengeance  is  harmful. 
Harmful  to  the  avenger  as  well  as  to  the  avengee.    Jesus 
absolutely  negates  hatred  as  inhuman,  and  vengeance  al- 
ways rises  out  of  hatred.    Vengeance  produces  in  the  human 
heart  a  disorganizing  anxiety  and  displaces  those  positive 
and  constructive  dispositions  where  our  well-being  lies. 
Eidridge  Cleaver,  writing  in  Soul  On  Ice,  said,  "The  price 
of  hating  other  human  beings  is  loving  oneself  less."  3 

For  the  man  of  vengeance  every  sunset  is  bleached 
of  color;  every  meal  rendered  bland  and  tasteless;  every 
dream  is  cankered;  every  relationship  soured.  Vengeance 
stops  prayer,  represses  joy,  misdirects  energy,  robs  the 
middle  years  of  their  productivity  and  crowns  old  age  with 
a  thorny  wreath  of  bitterness. 

Moreover,  vengeance  is  futile.    Evil  is  not  the  true 
answer  to  evil.    It  never  was  and  it  never  will  be.    Vengeance 
simply  perpetuates  the  cycle  of  sin-against,  hate;  sin-against, 
hate;  sin-against,  hate„    Better  that  we  should  meet  the  one 
who  offends  us  with  kindness,  even  on  pragmatic  grounds. 
Hence,  Paul  could  write  to  the  Christians  at  Rome:    "If  your 
enemy  is  hungry,  feed  him;  if  he  is  thirsty,  give  him  drink; 
for  by  so  doing  you  will  heap  burning  coals  upon  his  head." 
(Rom.   12:20-21)    (coals  of  remorse). 

There  is  even  testimony  to  this  truth  in  such  an  un- 
likely book  as  the  novel  Alfie  by  Bill  Naughton.    Aifie  is 
busy  deceiving  the  many  women  in  his  life,  using  them  for 
his  pleasures  and  planning  all  the  while  to  drop  them  when 
he's  had  enough.    When  one  responds  with  genuine  affection, 
Alfie  muses,    "I  thought:    whilst  you've  been  thinking  bad  of 
her,  Alfie,  she's  been  thinking  good  of  you.    It  gives  you  a 
shock,  see,  when  you've  been  putting  the  poison  in  for  some- 
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body  in  your  mind,  and  you  find  out  they've  been  putting  the 
honey  in  for  you."  4 

Still  more j  vengeance  reduces ,  when  you  think  about 
it,  to  a  denial  of  trust  in  God.    It's  an  easy  matter  to  stamp 
our  coins  "In  God  We  Trust."    But  when  we  take  matters  in- 
to our  own  hands  and  seek  to  execute  judgment  we  are,  in 
effect,  saying  that  we  can't  trust  God  to  do  this  for  us. 
"Shall  not  the  judge  of  all  the  earth  do  right?"  (Gen.  18s25) 
Not  only  by  the  nations  of  the  world  but  also  by  those  petty 
hurts  that  wound  and  crush  the  heart.    "Shall  not  the  judge 
of  ail  the  earth  do  right?"   Do  you  really  believe  in  the  law 
of  God  ?    That  it  generates  its  own  conviction  and  exacts  its 
own  penalities.    Does  not  the  adulturer  suffer  because  he  is 
moving  against  the  very  structure  of  the  universe?   Does 
the  man  who  steals  really  have  it  as  easy  as  your  eyes 
would  make  it  out  to  be  ?    A  fanatic  has  been  defined  as 
"one  who  does  what  God  would  do  if  He  had  the  facts."    We 
keep  slipping  into  the  robes  of  God  under  the  assumption 
that  he  really  doesn't  know  how  bad  our  enemy  is. 

Or  is  it  that  we  fear  that  God  might  be  more  lenient 
toward  him  than  we  would  be,  we  who  lean  so  heavily  on  His 
leniency  ourselves  ?    In  the  main  I  don't  have  much  of  a  quar- 
rel with  those  who  edit  our  hymnals.    Every  once  in  a  while, 
however,  a  stanza  is  dropped  that  becomes  for  the  church  a 
great  loss.    I  have  long  been  drawn  to  those  lines  from  the 
pen  of  Frederick  Faber  that  belong  to  a  hymn  that  many  of 
us  love,  "There's  a  Wideness  in  God's  Mercy."    Very  much 
aware  of  our  tendency  to  be  more  rigid  than  God,  Faber 
wrote: 

"But  we  make  his  love  too  narrow 
By  false  limits  of  our  own; 
And  we  magnify  His  strictness 
With  a  zeal  he  will  not  own." 

But,  most  importantly,  the  reason  why  vengeance  is 
wrong  is  because  something  else  is  right.    And  that  some- 
thing else  is  forgiveness.    Anyone  who  knows  anything  at  ail 
about  professional  hockey  knows  the  name  of  Eddie  Shore, 
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for  years  the  most  feared  defenseman  in  the  league*    A  man 
who  across  the  years  of  a  distinguished  playing  career  re- 
ceived more  than  six  hundred  stitches  in  his  face!    Mr. 
Shore  has  now  passed  his  three-score  years  and  ten„    He 
was  recently  in  our  city  to  receive  an  award.    One  reporter 
noted  that  his  face  is  as  smooth  as  a  baby's.    The  reason? 
He  massaged  his  wounds „    Every  wound  in  the  face  took  about 
three  years,  but  with  steady  rubbing  and  the  right  cream  the 
scars  all  went  away.    Some  people  keep  picking  at  their  scar 
tissue  so  that  the  wounds  will  stay.    Others  massage  their 
scars  so  that  every  trace  may  vanish. 

"How  oft  shall  my  brother  sin  against  me  and  I  for- 
give him?    As  many  as  seven  times  ?"    "I  do  not  say  to  you 
seven  times,  but  seventy  times  seven."  (Mat.  18:21-22) 
Indefinitely  I    "Forgive  us  our  debts  as  we  forgive  our  debt- 
ors."   Not  that  there  is  a  quid  pro  quo  here,  that  God  only 
forgives  as  we  forgive.    But  rather  the  assumption  that  un- 
less we  have  learned  how  to  forgive  another  we  haven't  learned 
to  receive  forgiveness  for  ourselves.    Francis  Bacon  said, 
"By  taking  revenge  a  man  is  but  even  with  his  enemy;  but  by 
passing  over  it,  he  is  supreme." 


"You  have  heard  it  said,   'An  eye  for  an  eye  and  a 
tooth  for  a  tooth. '    But  I  say  to  you,  do  not  resist  one  who 
is  evil."  (Mat.  5:38)     This  is  high  ground.    Who  can  attain 
unto  it  in  a  world  that  is  crowded  with  rancor  and  ill-will? 
Socrates  said,  "Knowledge  is  wisdom."   Years  later  Aris- 
totle answered  back,  "Yes,  but  what  about  the  passions  ?" 
We  must  meet  a  passion  with  a  passion.    It's  significant  that 
we  should  speak  of  vengeance  on  Passion  Sunday.    Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer  was  correct:    "The  cross  is  the  only  justification 
for  the  precept  of  non-violence,  for  it  alone  can  kindle  a 
faith  in  the  victory  over  evil  which  will  enable  man  to  obey 
that  precept.    And  only  that  obedience  is  blessed  with  the 
promise  that  we  shall  be  partakers  of  Christ's  victory  as 
well  as  of  his  sufferings."  5 

Our  ethic  is  a  gospel  ethic.    It  centers  in  what  we 
must  bear  because  of  what  God  has  borne  for  us.    And  the 
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center  of  it  all  ts  that  cross  where,  surrounded  by  the  ani- 
mus of  men  and  the  hatred  of  Church  and  State  alikes  our 
Lord  is  heard  to  say9  "Father  forgive  them9  for  they  know 
not  what  they  do0n  (Luke  23*34)    Here  is  our  modeh    Here 
is  our  empowerment. 

Years  ago  a  distinguished  minister  in  the  city  of 
Boston  numbered  among  his  congregants  an  individual  who 
kept  up  a  running  vendetta  against  him.    This  parishioner 
was  responsible  for  poison  pen  letters ,  mysterious  calls  9 
little  cliques  of  opposition^  open  movements  to  dismiss  the 
man  from  his  post0    Presently  this  member  moved  to  the 
American  west0    There  under  more  tranquil  circumstances 
ands  perhaps ,  under  the  pressure  of  advancing  years  and 
the  quiet  of  a  broad ,  expansive  skys  her  heart  was  penitent 6 
She  wrote  back  to  ask  pardon  of  the  man  whose  trail  she  had 
dogged  so  many  years .    Dr0   Conrad's  response  was  in  the 
form  of  a  telegram  three  words  longs    "Forgiven!    Forgot- 
ten!   Forever!" 

Today  is  the  first  day  of  the  rest  of  your  life    Re- 
solve to  forgive.    "You  have  heard  that  it  was  saids  8an  eye 
for  an  eye  and  a  tooth  for  a  tootho !  But  I  say  to  you9  do  not 
resist  one  who  is  evil."  (Mat.  5:38) 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord 9  we  have  a  way  of  remembering  what  we 

ought  to  forget5 
And  of  forgetting  what  we  ought  to  remember. 

We  need  not  new  techniques  but  a  new  heart 
fashioned  after  Thinec 

Free  uss  we  pray  Thees  from  every  trace  of 
vengeance  and  the  hate  on  which  it  feeds; 
That  love  may  be  enthroned  in  us  and  in  the 
world. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord, 

Amen. 
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